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Matthew Ryczek, Asia University 
 
Abstract 
In this paper, I will introduce a guided free writing classroom activity with the aim of 
improving student confidence in their English writing ability.  The activity was the focus 
of an action research project involving first-year Freshman English students at Asia 
University in the spring semester of the 2014 academic year.  Throughout the semester 
students participated in weekly guided free writing activities in a computer lab on various 
topics.  I periodically provided individual progress reports to the students with the aim of 
increasing their motivation to write in English.  This paper will attempt to answer two 
research questions regarding practicing writing fluency in the ESL classroom: (1) Can 
doing  weekly guided free writing activities have any measurable effect on a student’s 
writing fluency?, and (2) What effect, if any, do regular writing fluency activities have on 
student confidence in their ability to write in English?  To answer the first question data 
in the form of a words-per-minute (WPM) score were analyzed using a one-way 
ANOVA, which showed a gradual increase in the mean score over the course of a ten-
week period.  To answer the second research question, a questionnaire was administered 
to the participants at the end of the semester to understand their impression of the writing 
fluency activity and writing in English in general.  From the data collected in this survey, 
it can be argued that students felt more confident in their writing ability as a result of the 
weekly writing fluency activities.  
Rationale 
Second language writing is a challenging skill for learners to master.  The solitary 
nature of writing, as opposed to speaking to another person, requires not only a good 
understanding of the fundamentals of English grammar and a strong lexical foundation, 
but also the confidence to use this knowledge in order to generate a clear idea and 
transcribe it to paper or keyboard.  This paper is a reaction to a research paper I wrote in 
2012 about the four skills in the Freshman English classroom at Asia University and how 
students perceive their difficulty and utility.  That paper showed that the majority of the 
students found writing in English to be the most difficult, the least enjoyable, and the 
least useful skill for their futures (Ryczek, 2012).  After analyzing the data from that 
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project I sought to create a classroom activity that could change students’ negative 
opinions about writing in English.  I was inspired by the research of Hwang (2010) and 
Fellner & Apple (2006) on improving writing fluency using computers and this paper 
attempts to build on that research.  My objective is to offer teachers a new method of 
promoting English writing that is enjoyable for the students and beneficial to their overall 
English communication ability.   
Introduction 
In-class guided free writing was the activity used in this project in order to change 
student attitudes towards writing in English and a brief explanation of its characteristics 
is necessary.  Free writing in English has long been used as a technique for encouraging 
writers to overcome self-imposed barriers, such as adhering to correct grammatical rules 
or correct spelling, that may impede the free-flow of ideas necessary to compose a piece 
of writing.  In the ESL context, free writing can be implemented so that students can 
write quickly without worrying about the accuracy of their writing.  Elbow and Belanoff 
(2000) define free writing as writing any ideas or thoughts that come to mind in a given 
time period without stopping.  Elbow (1998) further argues that “nonediting” is the most 
important element of free writing (p. 6), and that free writing is “separating the producing 
process from the revising process” (p. 14).  There are two broad categories of free 
writing: guided and unguided.  Guided free writing, where the topic that writers will write 
about is provided, was the technique used in this study.  Unguided free writing, where the 
writer chooses their own topic to write about, while advantageous due to its greater focus 
on writer autonomy, was not used in this study since it would render measuring writing 
fluency among a large group of students difficult.   
The practice of free writing in the ESL classroom can have positive effects on the 
student’s confidence in their ability to write, according to researchers.  As mentioned 
earlier, the skill of writing in a second language is challenging for numerous reasons, 
including a lack of grammatical and lexical knowledge, which make producing clear and 
accurate sentences difficult.  This lack of knowledge can result in feelings of anxiety and 
acts as a barrier between the learner and the skill of writing.  The research of MacGowan-
Gilhooly (1991) has shown that when teachers change the focus of writing from accuracy 
(producing grammatically correct sentences) to fluency (producing a steady flow of 
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writing with minimal pauses or hesitations), student confidence in their ability to write 
improves.  And according to the research by Cheshire (1991) and Hyland (1998), 
students who did worry about grammatical errors had writing anxiety or less confidence 
in writing.  Another benefit of free writing on the confidence of the writer is when it is 
done in a classroom setting with other students.  Elbow (1989) identifies a sociable 
aspect of in-class free writing that helps students to increase their confidence in writing 
by seeing other students doing free writing in the same setting.  This feeling by the 
student that, if they (the other students in the classroom) can do it, so can I, can be a 
highly motivating factor and a good reason to do free writing in class rather than done 
outside of class.  Due to the positive effects practicing free writing can have on the 
student’s confidence in their ability to write, this learning technique was implemented in 
this study. 
As with oral fluency the definition of “fluency” in relation to the skill of writing 
in a second language is a matter of interpretation.  The relationship between quality and 
quantity lies at the root of our understanding of the term fluency.  Brière (1966) defines 
quantity as “the total number of words or sentences written about a subject in a given 
period of time”, while quality is defined as “grammatically correct, coherent and 
interesting development of a theme or idea (p. 142).  Though this distinction is 
significant, quantity being associated with fluency and quality with accuracy, it fails to 
adequately define what fluency means.  Brand and Brand (2006) define fluency as 
automatically, fluidly, rapidly, quickly, and accurately completing tasks with minimal 
effort or hesitation (p. 2).  Brown (1994) defines fluency as “saying or writing a steady 
flow of language for a short period of time without any self- or other correction at all” (p. 
113).  This idea of flow when writing in a second language is further supported by 
Casanave’s (2004) definition of writing fluency as the “writers’ ability to produce a lot of 
language without excessive hesitations, blocks, and interruptions” (p. 67).  Of course, the 
act of speaking, or in this case writing, fluently in a second language would certainly 
require a high level of accuracy, for the purposes this study, a very limited definition has 
been used in which fluency refers to the quantity of writing produced in a fixed amount 
of time.  Throughout the course of this project, I regularly used the terms fluency and 
writing fluently in class with the aim of motivating my students simply to write more in 
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each essay.  Furthermore, the primary goal of this project was for students to not only 
write more each week but to see this increase in writing quantity favorably with the aim 
of changing their outlook on the skill of writing in English.  It is hoped that readers of 
this paper will permit this rather loose interpretation of the term fluency when considering 
any broader applications to the field of SLA research.   
How writing fluency can be measured also raises some concerns among 
researchers and should be addressed.  The research of Lennon (1990) demonstrated that 
oral fluency can be quantitatively measured by examining “quantifiable performance 
variables”, such as pauses in speech or self-corrected words, in order to understand 
changes in fluency.  In his study, Words-Per-Minute (WPM) rates were used as one 
measurement oral fluency.  As with research into oral fluency, studies (Hwang, 2010 and 
Potter, 2008) attempting to measure writing fluency have used WPM rates as a basic 
analytical tool.  This study used WPM scores collected from student writing samples in 
order to observe changes in the quantity of writing produced.  Though limited to only one 
such performance variable, by examining changes in WPM scores it is hoped that the 
data collected in this research project can provide some insights into changes in writing 
fluency by participants. 
Participants 
The participants in this research project were sixty-four first-year university 
students at Asia University enrolled in the Freshman English course from three different 
academic majors: Law, Business, and Economics.  Students in Freshman English meet 
with a native English instructor four times a week and with a Japanese instructor once a 
week.  Each class period is forty-five minutes in length.  Students are placed in Freshman 
English classes based on their score on the Freshman English Placement Test (FEPT) 
taken at beginning of the academic year.  Due to the fact that the students are ranked 
based on their FEPT test scores within their major independently, and because the 
students from each department have varying degrees of English abilities, providing a 
specific assessment of their overall English ability is impossible.  Despite this limitation, 
all three classes are, generally, at the Beginner to False Beginner level of English ability.   
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The Writing Fluency Activity 
During the spring, 2014, academic semester at Asia University, students from 
three Freshman English classes were asked to participate in weekly writing activities held 
in a computer lab on campus.  The Freshman English course is a required, year-long 
English communication course with an emphasis on speaking and listening in order for 
students to improve their communication skills in English.  Secondary to the speaking 
and listening aims of the course are reading and writing, which are practiced using 
various methodologies according to the instructor of the course.  As mentioned earlier, 
practicing writing in the Freshman English class is seen by students as more challenging 
and less enjoyable than practicing speaking or listening (Ryczek, 2012).  Teachers, as 
well, shy away from teaching writing for various reasons, including low motivation and a 
lack of meaningful effort put forth by students, and the very important issue of the 
substantially greater amount of time needed for the instructor to read and correct 
students’ written work.  For these reasons, and more, it can be argued that teachers 
generally devote little class time to writing practice.  In creating the writing fluency 
activity outlined in this research project I had two requirements in mind: (1) Students 
should find the writing assignments to be enjoyable and not overly challenging, and (2) 
The teacher should not have to devote an unreasonable amount of time to administering 
the activity each week when compared with the overall expectations and requirements of 
the Freshman English course.   
For an activity to be successful in the ESL classroom, students should enjoy doing 
it to some degree, and its level of difficulty must be within an acceptable range so that 
students do not become frustrated and give up on doing it.  To make the writing fluency 
activity meet this criteria, I made it very clear to the students what my expectations for 
them were and exactly what they need to do to meet these expectations.  On the first day 
in the computer lab I explained to students the basic difference between accuracy and 
fluency in writing.  As with speaking fluency, writing fluency emphasizes quantity over 
quality.  I told students they should try to write as much as possible for a fixed period of 
time and not to stop writing until the time is up.  Students were also informed not to edit 
their writing, and not to worry about spelling mistakes or punctuation.  The topics of the 
writing activities for this semester I chose followed some basic criteria: (1) They would 
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be personal, (2) They would be broad topics that students could have the freedom to 
explore in different ways, and (3) They would be appropriate to the level of English 
ability of the average student in the class.  With these requirements in mind I decided that 
all of the writing topics would be presented to the students in the form of a “My…” style 
prompt, for example, My family…, My favorite food…, My dream vacation… (See 
Appendix A).  By allowing and encouraging students to focus on the quantity of their 
writing over the quality, as well giving them topics that are personal and not too difficult, 
this activity’s chance of success from the student’s perspective could be maintained 
throughout the duration of the study.   
The second requirement of this activity was to minimize the amount of time 
needed by the teacher in administering, monitoring, collecting data, and providing 
feedback to the students.  With three classes of about twenty-four students, a fifteen-
minute activity each week should not take up the majority of the instructor’s preparation 
time outside of the classroom.  As most teachers can attest, writing assignments require a 
large amount of time to read and grade.  Even though the goal of the writing fluency 
activity was on quantity (the number of English words written) as opposed to quality 
(how well correct grammar and sentence structure was used), collecting data can be a 
time consuming process.  Like in other quantitative research studies, the researcher must 
count the items being measured, be they words or pauses in speech.  In writing fluency 
studies where students write by hand, the process of counting the number of words 
written by each student would likely take a very long time.  With this reality in mind, my 
goal of changing students’ negative perception of writing in English needed to be adapted 
to the realities of the teaching environment I was in.  By using computers I was able to 
save untold hours in administering the weekly activities, monitoring student writing in 
real time, collecting and analyzing data, and finally providing feedback to the students to 
help them in future writing activities.   
Method 
Before Class  
Prior to introducing the writing fluency activity to the participants, I created a 
class blog using the free Blogger application through Google.  This blog was shared by 
all three Freshman English classes and was used as the portal through which students 
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would access their weekly writing assignments.  I also created a Google Form webpage 
for each writing assignment (See Appendix C).  The Google Forms application allows 
anyone who has access to the Form’s URL to submit various kind of data, such as survey 
questions, or in this case an essay.  For this project, I created a Google Form with four 
question items for students to answer: Question 1: Student name; Question 2: Student ID 
Number; Question 3: Pre-writing; Question 4: Essay. Each week I would post the Google 
Form URL to the class blog before class.   
 
In Class 
When the classes met in the computer lab I would instruct the students to access 
the class blog and click the URL link to that week’s writing fluency assignment.  
Students would then enter their names and student identification numbers and await 
instruction.  I would then introduce the writing topic orally and elicit student responses 
about the topic is ensure their familiarity and understanding of the topic before beginning 
to write.  Once the students appeared ready, I would direct their attention to question 3: 
Pre-writing.  In this question I would ask students to write, in the form of a list, as many 
English words related to the topic as they could think of in three minutes.  This 
brainstorming activity was implemented for several reasons: (1) To map out possible 
topics to write about in the essay; (2) To write down (type)  any vocabulary words that 
may have come to mind so far that the student could use later; and finally (3) To allow 
for some thinking and planning time before writing their essay.  After three minutes, I 
would tell the students to stop typing and relax for about fifteen to thirty seconds.  At this 
time I would remind students to write as much as possible about the topic, without 
pausing, and not edit what they had already had written.  I would then set the timer for 
ten minutes and have the students start writing.  After the ten minute alarm went off, I 
would tell students to finish their last sentence and click the “Submit” button at the 
bottom of the form.  This would conclude in class portion of the writing fluency activity 
for the week. 
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After Class 
After submitting their essays, I was able to view all student responses in a single 
Google Spreadsheet where a total word count of their essay, as well as a words-per-
minute (WPM) score were automatically generated.  I would also read through the 
submitted essays in order to monitor the quality of writing.  For example, after the first 
writing activity I noticed a particular student using periods to separate words rather than 
spaces.  This resulted in an erroneous total word count for this student.  Issues like these 
were identified and corrected as necessary.  The total words count and WPM scores were 
then used to create student progress reports (See Appendix B).  After weeks three, six, 
and nine, I created individual graphs of each student’s WPM score for each essay they 
had completed to that point. I would give this report to students during the following 
class session, prior to starting that week’s writing assignment.  Students were able to 
view their individual progress reports, as well the progress reports of all other participants 
in the free writing project.  Student progress reports were labeled only with student 
identification numbers in order to maintain anonymity.    
 
Results and Discussion 
The first research question asked in this study was: Can guided free-writing 
activities improve writing fluency?  Using the liberal definition of writing fluency 
discussed earlier, with the limited focus on the quantity of writing produced in a fixed 
amount of time, student WPM scores from the ten writing fluency exercises were 
collected and analyzed to see if any changes in amount of words written could be 
observed.  The scores for the sixty-four participants were analyzed using a one-way 
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) statistical formula to determine the variance of the mean 
WPM between the ten writing fluency sessions.  Table 1 shows how the mean WPM 
scores of the participants increased over the course of ten writing fluency sessions.  The 
mean WPM in essay number one was 3.9797, while the mean WPM score in essay 
number ten was 6.3375, an increase of 2.3578.  The gradual increase in mean WMP 
scores for the participants can be clearly seen in Graph 1, indicating overall improvement 
in how much students wrote in their essays over the semester.  The median WPM scores 
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also increased from 3.65 in essay number one to 5.8 in essay number ten.  Also of interest 
for this study, the standard deviation increased from essay number one (1.59) to essay 
number ten (2.8).  This indicates that although most students had similar WPM scores at 
the start of the semester, over the course of the ten-week free writing program students 
WPM scores gradually became more diverse.  From the data collected from the 
participants’ weekly free writing essays, it is clear that the quantity of writing produced 
by the participants increased, which may be an indication that writing fluency had 
improved over the course of the ten writing sessions.   
 
Table 1: Words Per Minute  
Words Per Minute (WPM) 
 Essay 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Mean 3.9797 4.225 3.9891 5.2094 5.125 5.1875 4.7766 5.9078 5.1859 6.3375 
Standard 
Deviation 1.59 1.83 1.6 1.97 2.03 2.08 1.83 2.82 2.2 2.8 
High 8.5 8.6 8.7 10 10.1 10.6 10.5 12.8 11.9 14.3 
Low 1.6 1.5 1.6 1.7 0.9 1.3 1.6 1.3 1.6 1.1 
Median 3.65 3.95 3.7 5.15 4.85 4.9 4.55 5.6 4.6 5.8 
 
Graph 1: Mean WPM Scores 
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The second research question this study intended to answer was: What effect, if 
any, do regular writing fluency activities have on student confidence in their ability to 
write in English?  To answer this question a survey was administered to the participants 
in the study after the final writing fluency essay was completed.  The results from the 
survey indicate an overall positive feeling towards the writing fluency exercises each 
week (See Appendix D).  Ninety percent of the participants in the study either Strongly 
Agreed or Agreed with the statement: I found the weekly writing fluency activities to be 
enjoyable.  While the results of this question indicate that students liked practicing free 
writing in class, fifty percent of the participants Strongly Agreed or Agreed with the 
statement: I found the weekly writing fluency activities to be too difficult.  This is 
interesting since while half of the participants found the writing activities to be too 
difficult many of these same participants still enjoyed doing them.  In responding to the 
survey question: I think the weekly writing fluency activities helped me improve my 
English writing ability, eighty-seven percent Strongly Agreed or Agreed.  Reponses to 
the statement:  Because of the writing fluency activities, writing in English is easier for 
me, sixty-two percent of participants either Strongly Agreed or Agreed.  However, when 
students were asked to reflect on their confidence in their English writing ability the 
results were less definitive.  Only fifty-five percent of participants Strongly Agreed or 
Agreed with the statement: Because of the writing fluency activities, I feel more confident 
in my ability to write in English.  It is curious that while eighty-seven percent felt the free 
writing activities helped them improve their writing  ability, and sixty-two percent felt the 
activities made writing in English easier for them, only fifty-five percent felt their 
confidence in writing had improved.  Though the difference between these responses is 
not large it is interesting that students were less likely to say their confidence had 
improved though writing had become easier for them.  While students may have been 
reluctant to admit to being more confident in the writing ability, the responses to other 
survey questions do indicate that most feel that their writing ability had improved or had 
become easier as a result of the writing fluency activities.  Students were also asked to 
comment on the individual progress reports I provided to them throughout the semester: 
The progress reports showing the number of words I wrote each week motivated me to 
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write more during writing activities.  Eighty-seven percent of participants either Strongly 
Agreed or Agreed with this statement, which is a positive result supporting the efficacy 
of this aspect of the free writing program.  The responses to the final question asked to 
the participants goes further to demonstrate the positive reception held by the participants 
regarding practicing free writing in class.  Eighty-two percent either Strongly Agreed or 
Agreed with the statement: I would like to continue doing writing fluency activities in 
class next semester.  The results of the survey by the participants in this study indicate 
that most students felt their English writing ability, and their confidence in their writing 
ability, had improved as a result of this free writing program. 
 
Discussion 
While the results of this study support the validity of this free writing program 
based on the observed increases in quantity of words written each week, as well as on the 
positive feedback from the participants, there were some limitations with this project.  
My focus solely on the performance variable of quantity of words produced by the 
participant makes the argument for improvement in writing fluency more challenging.  
Issues such as excessive repetition of easier words question the validity of looking at 
quantity of words written when trying to understand writing fluency.  Unlike when 
measuring oral fluency, with its numerous performance variables to analyze, writing 
fluency is much more difficult to measure quantitatively.  In the research by Fellner & 
Apple (2006) this limitation was addressed by considering lexical frequency, whereby 
words that are less frequently used in written English are seen as more difficult than 
words that are more commonly used (Laufer and Nation, 1995).  They focused on 
changes in the number of low frequency (i.e. more difficult) words in student writing 
over the course of a semester.  They argued that as the number of low frequency words 
increased in students’ writings so did writing fluency.  While the validity of this method 
of measuring writing fluency is strong, it proved inappropriate for me in this research 
project.  Using the Range computer program (Heatley, Nation, & Coxhead, 2002), as 
Fellner and Apple did, to analyze lexical frequency requires that spelling be correct in 
order for it to decipher low frequency from high frequency words.  Since students were 
encouraged not to consider spelling or punctuation while writing in this project, but rather 
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to write as much as possible in a fixed amount of time, the number of misspellings was 
quite high.  If students were required to correct their essays each week, it could have had 
the negative result of discouraging students from writing more since they would have 
more to correct in the editing stage.  Since the primary objective of this project was to 
encourage students who already had little motivation to write in English to write more 
and possibly enjoy the experience of writing, analyzing lexical frequency in order to 
measure writing fluency was not used in this project.  While examining the quantity of 
words produced exclusively is not an ideal method of measuring writing fluency, for the 
purposes of this very limited study, I feel it was appropriate.  
 
Conclusion 
The aim of this action research project was to introduce a guided free writing 
activity to the Freshman English curriculum with the aim of increasing students’ interest 
in the skill of writing, as well as to increase their confidence in their ability to write in 
English.  The first research question asked if guided free writing activities had any 
measurable effect on the writing fluency ability of the participants.  The data collected 
from the participants showed that an increase in quantity of words written did occur, and 
using the definition of writing fluency outlined in this paper, it can be argued that 
improvements in this area were observed.  The second research question asked if the 
writing fluency activities had any effect on student confidence in their writing ability.  
From the results of the survey administered, student feedback on the writing fluency 
activities was positive, and the majority of participants felt that their writing ability, and 
their confidence in their writing ability, had improved as a result of these weekly writing 
exercises.  Despite the limitations of this research project, the positive results for both 
research questions support the efficacy and utility of guided free writing exercises in the 
ESL classroom.  
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Appendix A 
 
Writing Topics Used for the Weekly Writing Fluency Exercises 
 
1. My Family 
2. My Dreams 
3. My Hometown 
4. My Hobbies and Interests 
5. My High School 
6. My favorite and least favorite foods 
7. My best/worst memory 
8. My Dream Vacation 
9. My Recommendation for a visitor to Japan 
10.  My Summer Vacation 
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Appendix B  
 
 Example Progress Report 
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Appendix C 
 
Writing Fluency Assignment for Session 8 
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Appendix D 
Writing Fluency Questionnaire 
 
Questions Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 
1. I found the weekly 
writing fluency 
activities to be 
enjoyable.   
 
46% 44% 7% 3% 
2. I found the weekly 
writing fluency 
activities to be too 
difficult.   
 
10% 39% 31% 20% 
3. I think the weekly 
writing fluency 
activities helped me 
improve my English 
writing ability. 
 
23% 64% 13% 0% 
4. Because of the 
writing fluency 
activities, writing in 
English is easier for 
me. 
 
3% 59% 36% 2% 
5. Because of the 
writing fluency 
activities, I feel more 
confident in my 
ability to write in 
English. 
 
3% 52% 39% 5% 
6. The progress 
reports showing the 
number of words I 
wrote each week 
motivated me to write 
more during writing 
activities.   
33% 54% 10% 3% 
7. I would like to 
continue doing 
writing fluency 
activities in class next 
semester. 
26% 56% 13% 5% 
